Palace flags up science  by unknown
Magazine
R943
and Wellcome Trust and said we 
wanted, I think it was £13 million, 
for this. Within two weeks we had 
the money and spent the next 
few months preparing a formal 
bid to the EMBL Council. I had 
never planned to become involved 
to any greater extent. But Fotis 
Kafatos, who was on sabbatical 
with me in Cambridge at the time, 
was coincidentally appointed 
Philipson’s successor as Director-
General of the EMBL and he 
conspired with Charlie Cantor and 
Marvin Edelman to pressure me 
into joining the EBI as half-time 
Research Programme Coordinator.
That was one route. The 
other was through FlyBase. Fly 
geneticists had relied for many 
years on occasionally published 
catalogs of mutations. In about 
1989, when Dan Lindsley and 
Georgianna Zim were preparing 
the last of these — the famous 
Red Book — I suggested to Dan 
that this be succeeded by an 
electronic database. Following 
meetings with both the NSF and 
NIH this lead to FlyBase being 
funded in 1992. It was working 
with FlyBase that I saw the 
need for structured controlled 
vocabularies — we now call 
them ontologies — to be able 
to rigorously describe attributes 
of, for example, gene products. 
That led, in 1998, to Suzi Lewis, 
Judy Blake, David Botstein, Mike 
Cherry and I to start the Gene 
Ontology project.
What next? Who knows? Apart 
from my work with the Gene 
Ontology, FlyBase and associated 
informatics infrastructure projects, 
my main interest is now trying to 
understand how chromosomes 
evolve. We are very lucky in that we 
have now the ‘complete’ genome 
sequences of twelve species of 
Drosophila, so understanding 
the molecular evolution of 
chromosomes is now feasible. I 
am probably too long in the tooth 
to start something quite new, but 
I must admit were I to have the 
chance, then an understanding 
of the form and function of the fly 
brain is a big problem!
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The home of Britain’s monarch, 
Buckingham Palace in London, 
is not known for its links with 
science, but late last month 
it hosted a day of interactive 
exhibits visited by more than 800 
school science students. On the 
same day the Queen opened 
a new centre at the Science 
Museum and hosted an evening 
reception for 500 members of the 
country’s scientific community.
The displays for the students 
highlighted advances in 
medicine, engineering and space 
exploration. Amid the chandeliers 
in the grand ballroom, a replica of a pterosaur was suspended from 
the ceiling and there was also a 
giant mosquito on display. 
Colin Pillinger, who headed 
the team that developed the 
Beagle Mars probe, said the 
event was spectacular. “It looks 
like the place was made for an 
exhibition like this,” he said.
One student, Aravebthy 
Nanthanan said: “I didn’t 
think everything would be so 
interactive. There’s a lot more 
technology. It’s strange to see it 
all at Buckingham Palace.”
The new Smith Centre at 
the Science Museum aims to 
bring together key figures in 
science, culture, academia and 
business to encourage greater 
philanthropic support for science. Glittering: The grand ballroom at Buckingham Palace hosted a major science 
 exhibition for students last month, and the Queen also hosted a reception for 
 leading scientists. (Photograph © Buckingham Palace Press Office.)
